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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 20th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Amy Rasmussen,
Associate Director for Catering and Event Services at Utah State University. This is another oral
history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Good afternoon, Miss Rasmussen.

AR:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So let's start by asking when you started at USU, and what are the various positions you've served
during your USU career?

AR:

I started at Utah State in 2009. I started as a part-time salesperson in the Catering office and then
have stayed with Catering until the end of 2019, where we merged my office with Event Services.

TW:

And in 2019, you became the Associate Director for Catering and Event Services?

AR:

Yes. Yes.
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TW:

So when we're talking about USU Catering and Event Services, what does that all encompass as
far as scope and responsibilities, administratively?

AR:

So, administratively, I can talk for myself. I oversee the sales team for Catering. I consult with the
service staff in Catering for training to make sure our expectations are met, our client's
expectations are met. I am a liaison between the president's office and the presidential events,
especially, held at the home of the president. I also oversee all of the coordination of events with
Event Services including ushering, guest services, front of the house for the theaters. So it's a
wide scope. And the reservations team, the center reservations team.

[02:21]
TW:

Do you have—and this is, of course, pre-COVID—a sense of the numbers of events that Catering
and Event Services, that you directly work with? Maybe if we could break it down into the
number of USU faculty and staff events versus the number of USU student events.

AR:

So I do. I'm not sure about the breakdown between those two because, a lot of times, the faculty
and staff are hosting student and vice versa. But, pre-COVID, Catering was averaging between 75
and 80 events a week, and Event Services was handling even more than that because we handle
just meeting-only kind of events. So we were handling more of that. So it was a lot of events and
things going on on-campus.

TW:

And are there other "programmic" responsibilities from outside groups such as Summer Citizens,
youth conferences, or other types of groups?

AR:

Yes. So our summers are extremely busy. They are just a different kind of busy. We do host the
Summer Citizens program that typically arrive in the middle of May. Our youth programs
typically start at the beginning of June, and the university housing and surrounding areas are
typically booked up with those types of, you know, athletic camps, arts camps that come onto
campus, and then normal departmental things that happen, such as SmallSat, which brings 3,000
people to campus for a week and a half.

[04:27]
TW:

And that's Small Satellite?

AR:

Yes. Yeah.

TW:

So, you know, pre-COVID, how much revenue was generated in a typical year by Catering?

AR:

So I can tell you Catering, at that point. So we were just over—we were targeted to have just over
two million dollars in sales.

TW:

So on the international and national stage, there was discussions about a virus that originated in
China and soon spread to other countries around the world. News reports were that it arrived in
the United States by January of 2020. What were some of your first memories of the way the
outbreak or potential outbreak could affect Catering and Event Services?

AR:

So my very first memory was on social media. The campuses of NYU all over New York, their
Twitter and Instagram feeds was all about the meals that were being delivered to the students at
NYU and how frustrated they were and what they were getting in those meals. And it was
hundreds and hundreds of posts of these meals. And so at that point, when we saw that, it made
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the wheels start turning with me, saying, "We've got to have at least a plan ready." So the same
thing was happening with the executive director in Dining, saying, you know, "We've got to be
prepared." Our chefs, we got together the operations managers, and we were, "How are we going
to handle it if we have to do the same thing on our campus?"
[06:42]
TW:

And so the time frame?

AR:

It was about, probably, the end of February that I recognized, that I noticed all of these, the social
media posts.

TW:

And so what were those initial discussions? I mean, what were the protocols or the steps that you
and Dining Services were putting into place for a potential outbreak?

AR:

So we really didn't know what kind of effect it was going to have, what we were going to be
responsible for, what students would be left on campus. So we really didn't know, but we did
know that we needed to be prepared with product, and that was our biggest—I think that was the
biggest thing is what products would we be able to inventory, to have on hand, and what was it
going to do to our staff to get it to the places it needed to be? Were we going to lose all of our
student staff? What was that going to do to us?

TW:

So, as you know, the decision was made by the middle of March that courses were going to go to
remote. Many of the students actually, that lived in student housing, decided to leave and move
back home. Several events were cancelled. There were restrictions on travel and restrictions on
events on campus of all types. What exactly, by the time classes moved to remote and some of
these restrictions and cancellations were put in place, did the Catering and Event Services start to,
I guess, modify some of their operations?

[08:42]
AR:

Right. So I can tell you I believe the announcement was made—was it March 15th, March 18th?

TW:

March 13th is when classes were cancelled. Yeah.

AR:

13th? I knew it was a "teenth." March 13th, I was actually on a Zoom meeting with a vendor. We
were looking at a new event management software, and I got a knock on my door, and it was one
of my staff telling me that the president had shut campus down. We had a relatively high—it
wasn't a high profile event, but we had an event for students coming that had earned scholarships
for the Latinx program. And there was a dinner that night, and we really had to think of how—
there were already people on their way from across the state.
So we did get approval to hold that event, but between that day and commencement, we cancelled
388 events. And those were the ones that were already booked with us. Those weren't the ones
that—this was in March, and so we probably would have had double or more of those events.
And so the word "pivot" got used a lot, and we had to really look at what our next step was, who
got sent home. The other thing that we were finding is students were sent home, but there were
students on campus that were from places like New York City that were so much worse than here,
and their parents were saying, "Don't come home."

[10:52]
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And so they were safer here in Logan in their dorm rooms and/or people that were international,
that as borders were being closed, that they really—this was their safe haven, and we needed to
continue to make it their safe haven. So we started with a lot of meetings and, you know, how are
we going to keep the people that couldn't go home safe? Yeah.
TW:

And so you've really teed it up just great here. So what did that mean for Catering, Dining
Services as far as the students that remained on campus living in the student housing, and what
were the programs from these meetings that you had, that you established for the remaining or the
second half of spring 2020 semester?

AR:

So 2020 semester, we really did go all the way down to a total shutdown of Dining Services
except for the COVID meals. Dining Services used it as, you know, thinking that it might be over
in just, you know—and trying to keep our really good employees employed. You know, we found
other things for them to do such as, you know, the organizing and creating policy processes and
cleaning and that kind of thing. When it was pretty evident that the shutdown was going to be for
longer, then there was hard decisions to say, "We just don't have a position for"—we started with
the part-time people, and some came and, you know, worked where we could.

[12:57]
We kept our—all of our benefitted people kept—was employed and had things to do. We kept
our core catering because we knew that we were going to need—and we started pretty quickly
realizing that we were going to need to have some kind of process in place to keep catering. We
kept a very, very small crew. I think our typical—we try to keep about 60 to 65 service students
on the service side, the waiters or the—and we went down to 10. A lot of the students went home
because we do employ a lot of students, and that was in Catering. You know, Dining itself, with
all the cafes and things, they even went down lower to that.
TW:

Because all those cafes closed up the second half of the spring semester.

AR:

Yeah. Dining, the residence halls, and everything closed up.

TW:

You had mentioned, I think, the number was 388 events that were cancelled. Were there refunds?
Were there some kind of way to return some of the revenue?

AR:

Yeah. So, because the events hadn't happened, we had not—there wasn't a whole lot of—

TW:

Deposits?

[14:34]
AR:

Deposits or things like that. Ninety-eight percent of our events are campus-driven events.
Weddings did cancel. We absolutely did refunds for them. In Event Services, we had huge
conferences have to cancel, and we did have to—they were refunded. We did have to look at our
processes and our policies for this type of situation. But as far as catering went, because none of
the product was purchased, a lot of the product was purchased. For instance, we weren't going to
be purchasing the products for the commencement dinners, you know, in May, so it was a
revenue hit, but we did not—and I'm sure there was some food waste, but there was not a lot.

TW:

And the Summer Citizens program, the youth camps that summer of 2020, were they all
cancelled as well?
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AR:

They were all cancelled. All cancelled. Every single one of them. We were very quiet on campus
that year.

TW:

So the decision in June of 2020 was that the students would actually return to the Logan campus
and the Price campus and the Blanding campus. I'm wondering what were the discussions that
Catering and Event Services—or what was the directions that maybe the COVID task force, the
president's exec council, gave to Catering and Event Services? But, also, what were the protocols
in place that you and your team and Dining Services, in preparation for the return of students, fall
semester of 2020?

[16:29]
AR:

So we were also following the state department's guidelines of sanitation, their processes on how
to serve or not serve or buffet lines, how to handle that. We were following all of those. And then,
because we were following those and always have—we follow any sanitation to the fullest—we
did purchase items to keep that were out of the ordinary to keep people safe. For instance, we do
a training table two to three times a week for all of the athletes at the West Stadium Center. And
we purchased glove machines that piped air into it, and they could slide their hand into a glove
machine without touching the glove, the machine at all, the other gloves, and then they could use
the serving utensils for that.
We had processes in place that, you know—to-go boxes were a big thing. Training table was
probably the first thing that we had to adjust because it started right at the beginning of the
schoolyear, and we knew it was coming. And so instead of going and all being together up in the
venue space, the club level of the West Stadium Center, we did set up buffet lines outside, but
everything was prepackaged, and they would pick up a meal and go. It was, I believe, August 30th
of 2020 if that is a Sunday—if not, it was around that day—we got a call that one of the housing
residence halls was going to be shut down. Well, not shut down, but they were all going to be in
isolation. There was going to be 288 student—87 students that were all going to be in isolation all
at once, and what could we do to serve them dinner that day?

[19:01]
I remember we were—I was in the basement of my house, and my kids had just started a movie.
And two of my—my son and daughter-in-law worked at our Catering kitchen with our Catering
chef and one of my other children because there was no direct reporting to me. She was a
Catering server. And I grabbed them all, and we came to the kitchen and started helping make
288 meals that—you know, sandwiches. We did a sandwich, and then it just kind of started from
there. It started from there. So we needed to have breakfast for them the next day, and that was
the day the floodgates opened for the meal delivery.
TW:

And so from that event, how did you start to build protocols in place for business operations?

[20:04]
AR:

Absolutely. It was trial and error. It really was. It was things from, you know, getting the amazing
reporting done. We had our IT and Steve Funk, and they worked tirelessly to get the reporting
part of it honed in, and the things that we needed to know. We had meeting after meeting about
that. But there was a Slack group created just for Dining and the COVID CARES team, so, if
someone happened to miss a meal or if their information was incorrect or anything like that. And
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it was trial and error. Anything from, you know, we had somebody that had some mental illness
about food, and trying to make sure that the things that were delivered to them were appropriate
for them to eat, such as they didn't like something touching something. So we tried to make it the
best as we can.
We always did one hot meal a day. There was always either a hot lunch or a hot dinner. The rest
were things that could be a little bit sustainable. One of the things that we found, figured out
pretty quickly is, if somebody was going to be—or was quarantined at a time of the day that they
maybe have missed the meal that was delivered, so it was causing a lot of stress on the students
because they were hungry, and they needed something to last to the next morning. So we created
emergency bags that were for just those situations where maybe somebody got moved from a
quarantined room to an isolation room, and they missed their delivery. They could give them one
of these emergency bags that just had some things that were more shelf-stable.
[22:58]
TW:

I'm curious, being an archivist and a librarian. I talk to a lot of my colleagues at other institutions
within the state of Utah, around the country. Did you talk to similar people that work in catering
and event services in other universities, and did you compare and contrast with them? What did
you learn?

AR:

Yeah. So I actually am the regional ambassador for—it's not a club—an organization called
NACUFS. It's the National Association for Collegiate Food Services. And I was on monthly and
biweekly meetings with universities all over the United States, and what I found was—everybody
was feeding their students that needed to be fed. What I found was that our process at Utah State,
by far, was more technical-savvy than any other process that I had heard about. I have a relative
who is at another university, and we were together at Christmas. She was explaining what their
university was doing, and she said, "Can I get our IT people in touch with your IT people?"

[24:34]
Because the communication, just with that, the ability to have the student put their information in
and get that immediately over to the people that needed to have it was something that a lot of
universities didn't have. And a lot of resources that we had—Dining pretty much shut down in all
universities. A lot of catering companies shut down, and then the retail operations were trying to
handle it. And so how other people did it was different than what we did, but I think we did it
really successfully.
TW:

And you had mentioned spring of 2020 semester, the second half in particular, events shut down,
and we had very little or no events on campus during the summer. Did we have any events during
the fall of 2020 semester in which Catering and Event Services provided any meals?

AR:

Very, very few. We did do the training table for the athletes, but numbers were so large with the
meals that we were delivering to students. Our highest number total was 364 students at one point
that we were delivering to, three meals a day. And so even when we had events that needed
happening—they were very, very few and far between, mostly box lunches, things that people
could take and socially distance if they had to have a meeting—but we were consumed with the
delivery.

[26:24]
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TW:

And what about the hiring? Were you able to hire more people in the fall of 2020?

AR:

Yeah. So we did hire some people. We were able to hire. Not as many as we thought we would be
able to hire. It did take a toll on everybody who has been working since the beginning. But we've
had to so some considerable retraining of those people because we did not have our higher-end
events. We did not have full-service buffets. We didn't have served events. And so for a little
while, the only thing that the staff that we hired knew is that we were delivering. You know, we
were a glorified DoorDash pretty much. So the training process had to be—is being now retrained
because our events styles are so much different.

TW:

And before we move beyond the fall of 2020, was there mask-wearing requirements for all the
staff in Catering Services, social distancing guidelines? What about the Facilities and janitorial
cleaning services? Did any and all of that come into play in the operations of Catering and Event
Services during the fall of 2020?

[28:01]
AR:

Yes. So we did follow all mask mandates, and so everybody was required to wear masks as
mandated by the health department and the state. And sanitizer stations were a new thing. Social
distancing in line was a new thing for a buffet, different ways to serve. Instead of getting your
own food, having, you know—kind of going down the buffet line, served dinners and lunches that
were just being served directly from our kitchen became more popular because, then, nobody had
to touch anything except people that were paying more attention to the food than anybody else.
As far as sanitation, we were extremely—we're always vigilant, but we were extremely vigilant
on creating safe spaces for people to eat at. If it was a table that didn't have linen on, we would
not let anybody else sit there till the table was sanitized and wiped down. Our marketing
department made signage so we could put those on the tables to flip over. You know, signage was
huge. We had signage everywhere, masks, the social distancing. There was signage everywhere.

TW:

And I know food handler's permits and all that comes into play whenever a worker is handling
food that the public will consume. Were there any new requirements or stiffer requirements that
the health department for the state of Utah put in place that you had to make sure that all of the
food handlers at USU were abiding by for that fall semester of 2020?

[30:18]
AR:

Yes. So we had broken down our service styles by the level of—because in Utah, it was red,
green. We broke down—because the protocol changed with each of those levels of dining, of how
you could do dining. So in Catering, we changed our protocols to those levels. There was one
point where nothing could be put on a buffet line. It all had to be prepackaged. And then, as the
levels lessened, those protocols were eased up.

TW:

And then spring semester, was there any easing of any of the protocols, or was it pretty much the
red, orange, green levels that you just spoke to?

AR:

Right. We watched those levels. There were some events starting to happen with, definitely,
social distancing. All of our venue spaces were measured out for social distancing capacities, and
our staff was extra vigilant in making sure they were gloved and masked and that they were
making our guests feel comfortable.
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TW:

So the state legislature met in early 2021 and passed several laws regarding a change and
lessening of the mask mandates, the social distancing guidelines. They actually required all
publicly funded universities in the state of Utah to have 75 to 80 percent of the classes that they
had offered in the fall of 2019 to be offered in the fall of 2021. Then there was a sense that things
would start to return to normal. I know that a lot of, for instance, the library staff, who had been
working remotely for 15 months, were encouraged and actually asked to come back to the
workplace. What exactly, in the second year of the pandemic, did Catering and Event Services
experience as far as the types of events as well as how their employees operated and functioned in
the workplace?

[32:53]
AR:

So that is a very interesting question because we never left. We just never left. And we would
have meetings with people who were extremely weary of coming back to the university when we
were seeing life returning to somewhat normal. There were things happening. There were
students here. There were events happening. You know, we had football games. But I also think
there was, I mean, different mindsets of—there were different levels of fear. And so I can tell you
that not ever leaving campus to see the evolution of working remotely—and we did have people
work remotely in Event Services and in Catering and Dining.
We were very, very careful to allow those who felt safer being away from campus to do what
they felt safe with, but it was also bringing a little bit of—it was really changing the culture of the
way our staff was looking at the university, I believe. This is [unclear] in the fact that there were
people who hadn't been back to the university in 18 months were making some of the decisions
on how our businesses were being run when they hadn't been back to campus for 18 months. And
so it was incredibly, incredibly frustrating, and I can give you an example.

[35:09]
I sat in a meeting when the first vaccine rounds were coming around, and they were discussing,
you know, who should be allowed to get the notifications from the university. And I finally had to
speak up, and I said, you know, "My staff has never left. Even though I have student part-time
staff, they've been working tirelessly and so has the custodial crew and so has the"—the people
that had never left were kind of being forgotten at that point. Probably, I have to say, we did not
in Catering—did not at that point have a work-related COVID case. They had gotten them from
roommates. They had gotten them from other places, but we had kept our staff following
protocol, so it was kind of creating frustration for our staff. Did I answer that?
TW:

Yeah. You did. Oh, absolutely. And another question, I'm curious. You said there were more
events on campus. I mean, some of the guidelines might be modified based on the level of the
pandemic at the time, but did revenue improve at all, or did it pretty much stay the same as it had
the first year of the pandemic?

[36:42]
AR:

It improved. It did improve some. It wasn't nearly what it had been. And we were still trying to
figure out—we figured it out pretty well how to allow people to have the events or meetings or
the gatherings that they wanted to have safely, and how we were going to make that cost-effective
for our clients. It's industry-wide that you have a delivery fee or a catering service charge, so we
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opted not to raise that at all. For instance, if we had an event that had 20—or the allotted amount
because, at that point you, could only have a certain amount of people at a gathering.
If it was 10 people and they wanted to have a buffet-type meal, we would send a catering staff
there to service the whole buffet. In previous years, they would have just delivered it, and so it
was more of a corporate-type catering where we would set it up, deliver, and come back. We
would keep the staff there to serve the food. And so we did change our service styles to
accommodate the safety, without charging, just to support because we're all about Utah State, and
so to support the university and to get it going again.
[38:29]
TW:

Yeah. In the second year, you had mentioned the food delivery to the dorms for the students.

AR:

Yes.

TW:

Was that still the case the second year of the pandemic, or did the numbers go down? Did they
stay the same?

AR:

So they started declining, and we could tell after every holiday or big event. So we knew that
after Halloween, two weeks later, there might be a spike just because people were being good
and—yeah. We could start seeing a pattern even after a little while. We did change our format a
little bit. During the first year of the pandemic, we were supplying food to anybody that was on
campus that was isolated or quarantined. We did switch it, the second part of the pandemic, to
those who did not have kitchens in their dorm room or in their residence hall, and that alleviated a
lot of the numbers. It did. Instead of being in the hundreds, we were usually in just double digits,
and that alleviated some of the stress of scheduling and purchasing and that kind of thing.

[40:03]
TW:

So, being a historian, I look at catalysts for change and things, events or trends that make an
institution, make an organization change, and that change becomes permanent. Are there any
things that the COVID pandemic did to Catering and Event Services that created change for your
service that will become permanent moving forward, and you won't go back to pre-COVID times
of operation?

AR:

Absolutely. I think that hybrid events are here to stay, either all virtual, all in person, or hybrid
virtual and in person. We started providing snack boxes to conferences that still wanted to do
something for their attendees and, you know, building them and mailing them out so they would
still have the mark, the brand of Utah State going into a conference, and sitting at somebody's
kitchen table or their desk in their bedroom. But it said, you know, thanks for being part of Utah
State, this conference that's being held. Hybrid events are probably, I believe, industry wide, that
is going to change the face of events.

[41:35]
The other thing is I believe the moving forward with who we can connect with during an event
has totally changed. You can have a dinner in two different places but have the same information
getting to those people. So very much the technology of an event has changed, the contact tracing
part of it, of knowing who is going to be at an event and who was at an event. And my belief is
that, you know, our verbiage needs to change from COVID to any infectious disease because, you
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know, we need to have these protocols set for somebody who comes to a youth camp that ends up
with mumps or something in that vein. And so having these protocols set because of COVID will
allow us to, I believe, keep our clientele healthy and safe and alert them a lot faster than we have
ever in the past.
TW:

So another question I've been asking all the people we've been interviewing is how would you
gauge the mental health and wellness of you and your team over the last two years in Catering
and Event Services?

AR:

[Crying] Sorry. I didn't mean to get emotional.

TW:

It's okay.

[43:31]
AR:

We're exhausted. So, you know, whether we were delivering 300 meals or 4, it still takes the
same amount of time. It's still—it just is exhausting. My mental health is fine. [Laughing] But it
was exhausting and still is because the aftermath from the pandemic is the workforce shortage
and, you know, the fact that we were hoping that the summer of 2021, you know, that schoolyear
was going to bring a workforce back that it didn't. And I've said this over and over again. As soon
as the COVID understanding, the compassion—the COVID compassion is gone now with
customers. They want everything right now.
They're not understanding that the food supply chain is still not fixed. We are still having
shortages. The restaurants that have to cut down hours and, you know, are—even, you know,
some of the dining halls or some of the—we have to book catering a lot sooner than we did
previously because there's just not the workforce that has been there. The rise in the wages have
been a huge concern on campus and campuses nationwide. As I talk to other campuses, you
know, I've asked them how—what I've seen is kind of a mass exodus from Utah State to the
downtown or off-campus type businesses because they were able to offer so much more hourly or
salaries.

[46:22]
It's not sustainable for a university to be able to do that, and so we had to look for solutions that
would be immediate yet sustainable for the future. Hopefully, the things that we've put in place—
I mean, we did have to weigh—raise wages, which raises—you know, and food costs went up at
the same time, and so prices are going to go up. And to explain that to people that are already
frustrated with the economy is really hard, but we're trying to do our best to do that so they
understand.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences at Catering and Event Services
during the USU pandemic? It can include personal observations.

AR:

I did learn there that we are part of an auxiliary team, an auxiliary services in Dining and Event
Services, and we are to be financially viable. None of our funds come from student fees or the
university. And when we were all really struggling to make sure we kept our good people, there
were places that we could turn to such as—you know, Event Services, you know, really took the
forefront in setting up testing facilities and that kind of thing. Our employees shifted to that. We
did a lot of contact tracing. We helped with the COVID CARES team, keeping cases updated.
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[48:20]
The bookstore had a lot of, you know—we shared. Everybody was sharing our resources to keep
the places going that needed to keep going. I did learn, when things hit the road, that we really do
have a great atmosphere. I feel like the mental health of our younger people are suffering because
of COVID. I had a daughter who was a freshman—or a senior in high school and a freshman at
college that went through and is just now coming out of some real self-doubt because she wasn't
succeeding at online learning, and I know that that's happened to a lot of people.
I also see a good thing happening, that people are taking getting together more seriously. RSVP
lists are higher than they've ever been in events, and so people do want that. I'm finding that that
personal interaction is so important to the mindset and what our community and our—the quality
of our lives is that we can talk one on one and see people and touch them and know that they're
okay, and we're okay and that. Yeah. And in the middle of it all is great food, so it brings us all
back together.
TW:

Miss Rasmussen, I'd like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

AR:

I appreciate being here.

[End recording – 50:30]
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